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Oversight: Addressing the Dropout Crisis

On April 26, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the issue of students who drop out of New York City’s public schools.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Education, the Department of Youth and Community Development, the United Federation of Teachers and the Council of Supervisors and Administrators, as well as advocates, service providers and parent groups.

Background
 


The Council’s Committee on Education has previously examined graduation rates in City schools, finding them to be “a significant measure of the success or failure of a school system.”
  Similarly, dropout rates provide another indicator, not only of the effectiveness of a school system, but also of a community’s social and economic health.  A recent report sponsored by the Gates Foundation dubbed the dropout problem in the U.S. a “silent epidemic” because few Americans are aware of the severity of the problem or its consequences.
  The report also estimates that almost one-third of public high school students nationwide fail to graduate.
  The highest dropout rates nationwide, as well as in New York City, are found among Hispanic and Black students.
  This troubling fact led the Council’s Black, Latino and Asian Caucus to serve as co-convener of a Dropout Summit hosted by Baruch College on February 23, 2007.  Today’s hearing was proposed by participants in the Summit as a means of further examining the extent of the dropout crisis in City schools and to explore current and new strategies to combat the problem.

The High Cost of Dropping Out

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics, dropping out of high school is related to a number of negative outcomes.
  Dropouts are more likely to be unemployed, have lower income and be in worse health than adults who are not dropouts.
  Dropouts also comprise a disproportionate share of the country’s prison and death row inmates.


Beyond the loss of earnings and other costs to individuals who drop out of school, dropouts also pose a heavy financial burden for taxpayers.  A recent report by researchers at Teachers College found that U.S. taxpayers could save $45 billion annually if the number of dropouts were cut by half.
  The savings would come from “extra tax revenues, reduced costs of public health, crime and justice, and decreased welfare payments.”
  The study estimates the net savings for each new graduate at $127,000, on average, with even higher savings, $186,500 each, for black males, the group most at risk for dropping out.

Understanding the Dropout Problem 


There are a number of different ways to measure dropouts, which can make comparisons difficult.  To fully understand the issue, three measures of dropouts must be considered: the “event” or annual dropout rate, the “status” dropout rate and the “cohort” dropout rate.

· Event dropout rate - the percentage of all students in grades 9-12 who leave high school during a single year without earning a high school diploma or General Education Development (GED) equivalency diploma.
  

· Status dropout rate - the percentage of individuals at a given time in a given age range who are not enrolled in school and have not earned a high school diploma or GED.
  This rate provides a better picture of the extent of the dropout problem, as it represents the percentage of youth (e.g. ages 16 to 24) in the overall population who are out of school without a diploma or GED.  

· Cohort dropout rate - the percentage of students from a single group or “cohort” that starts high school at the same time (e.g. class of 2005) who fail to earn a diploma by a given point in time.
  Cohort data is derived by tracking the progress of individual students through their education careers.  Such longitudinal studies are more costly and have not been performed by all states and school districts, making comparisons difficult.
  However, cohort dropout data gives a better sense of the magnitude of the problem than either the event or status dropout rates alone.

U.S. Dropout Data

The U.S. Department of Education reports on two different dropout rates nationally - the event dropout rate
 and the status dropout rate.  As of October 2004, the latest year for which data is available, the U.S. Department of Education reports a national event dropout rate of 4.7%.
  The rate of dropouts varied tremendously by race/ethnicity: Hispanics had the highest dropout rate at 8.9%, followed by Blacks at 5.7%, Whites at 3.7% and Asian/Pacific Islanders at 1.2%.
 

For the status dropout rate, the U.S. Department of Education reported that in October 2004, approximately 3.8 million youth, representing 10.3% of all those aged 16 to 24 in the U.S., were not enrolled in school and had not earned a high school diploma or GED.
  Once again, there were striking differences among racial/ethnic groups in these status dropout rates: 23.8% of 16 to 24 year-old Hispanic youth were dropouts, 11.8% of Blacks, 6.8% of Whites and 3.6% of Asian/Pacific Islanders in that age range were dropouts.

For individual states, the U.S. Department of Education reports only event dropout rates for public school students in grades 9-12.
  In 2001-02, the latest year for which these statistics are available, New York State’s event dropout rate is listed as 7.1%,
 the third worst in the U.S.
 and nearly twice the national rate (3.6%).

New York State Data


The New York State Education Department (SED) compiles data for all districts in the State on the event dropout rate only.  In 2004-05, the latest year for which data is available, the event dropout rate for all public schools in the State was 4.5%.
  SED reported that New York City’s dropout rate that year was 8.2%,
 while the rate for districts outside the City was 2.4%.
  

SED also collects some longitudinal data with cohort dropout rates for high school students in New York State.  As of June 2005, in the 2001 Cohort (those who entered 9th grade in the 2001-02 school year), 10.9% had dropped out after 4 years statewide,
 which reflects a 15% dropout rate for New York City
 and 8.7% for the rest of the State.

New York City’s Dropout Data


New York City’s Department of Education (DOE) tracks students longitudinally for 7 years, releasing a report on student progress after 4 years, as well as a three-year follow-up study to show outcomes for students at the end of year seven.  DOE’s latest Four-Year Longitudinal Report pertains to the Class of 2005 (students who entered 9th grade in 2001-02), and maintains that the cohort dropout rate of students in that class was 14.8%, stating further that 58.2% graduated and 27% were still enrolled.
  DOE and SED report somewhat different outcomes for that same group of students (SED reports a 15% dropout rate and 43.5% graduation rate)
 because each agency uses different definitions and methodology.
  Broken down by racial/ethnic group, the Class of 2005 cohort dropout rate was 9.7% for Whites, 9.7% for Asians, 15.2% for Blacks, 17.4% for Native Americans and 19.2% for Hispanics.
  The DOE reports outcomes for special education students in self-contained classes separately, listing the 4-year cohort dropout rate for the Class of 2005 in high school self-contained classes at 17.8% and for those in District 75 citywide special education programs as 16.8%.

In addition, DOE reports event or annual dropout rates for individual schools and the City as a whole, gauging the 2004-05 citywide event dropout rate at 6.6%.
  Again, there is a discrepancy between DOE’s data and that of SED, which lists the event dropout rate for New York City in 2004-05 as 8.2%.
  


Perhaps the most useful data for understanding the full extent of the dropout crisis in New York City is found in the three-year follow-up study that examines student outcomes after 7 years.  This final report for the Class of 2002 showed that after seven years, 32.4% of all students were identified as dropouts.
  Not surprisingly, there were large disparities in the rate of dropouts for different racial/ethnic groups: the 7-year dropout rate was 17.7% for Whites, 20% for Asians, 34.8% for American Indians, 37.2% for African Americans and 40.3% for Hispanics.
  The results for special education students were far worse, with 55.5% of those in high-school self-contained classes and 42.3% of those in District 75 citywide special education programs listed as dropouts at the end of 7 years.


DOE does not publish status dropout rates, but it has calculated that, as of June 2005, New York City had 138,000 youth between the ages of 16 and 21 who were overage and under-credited, 68,000 of whom had already dropped out with the remaining 70,000 still in school.
  According to DOE, the students most likely to drop out are those who are two or more years older than others in their grade or two or more years behind in accumulating the 44 credits needed for graduation.
  Further, DOE states that approximately half (48%) of all entering freshmen in New York City public schools become overage and under-credited during their high school years.

Why Students Drop Out 


As noted above, the vast majority of students who drop out are overage and under-credited.  There is a presumption on the part of many that most of this academic failure occurs because of students’ inability to handle high school level work.  However, a 2006 survey of dropouts commissioned by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
 provides the student perspective and gives a much more complex picture of why students drop out.  Among the reasons students cited for dropping out:

· 69% of dropouts say they weren't motivated or inspired to work hard;

· 47% said classes were not interesting/they felt bored and disengaged from high school;

· 45% said they started high school poorly prepared by their earlier schooling;

· 43% said they missed too many days and could not catch up;

· 38% claimed they had too much freedom and not enough rules;

· 32% said they had to get a job and make money;

· 26% said they became a parent;

· 22% said they had to care for a family member.

Dropout Intervention and Prevention


Historically, New York City students at risk of dropping out have been offered Attendance Improvement/Dropout Prevention (AIDP) services, most of which are provided by community-based organizations (CBOs). In addition, students had the option of transferring to an Alternative High School program or leaving school to attend a GED program to prepare to take the exam for a High School Equivalency Diploma.
  Alternative high schools, according to the 2001-2002 high school directory, offered a “non-traditional instructional path” to prepare students to meet “the new rigorous state requirements” by providing additional support “through smaller settings and a more personalized approach.”


In September 2005, the DOE established the Office of Multiple Pathways to Graduation (OMPG) to focus on the needs of overage and under-credited students and increase their graduation rates.
  OMPG works to develop schools and program options designed specifically for older students who may have attendance problems, are thinking about dropping out or looking for another educational option.
  The options currently offered by OMPG for overage, under-credited students include Transfer Schools, Young Adult Borough Centers, GED and Learning to Work programs, each of which is described in more detail below:

· Transfer Schools are small, academically rigorous high schools designed to create a personalized learning environment to re-engage overage, under-credited students or those who have dropped out.  While each transfer school determines its own admissions criteria, eligible students must have been enrolled in a New York City public high school for at least one year and most have earned fewer than the number of credits needed to complete 9th grade. Students graduate with a high school diploma from their transfer high school.  DOE currently lists 24 Transfer schools on their website.

· Young Adult Borough Centers (YABCs) are full-time, evening academic programs housed in host high schools that are designed to meet the needs of students who might be considering dropping out because they are behind or they have adult responsibilities that make attending school in the daytime difficult. Eligible students are at least 17.5 years old, have been in school for four or more years, and have 17 or more credits.  Each YABC site is operated in collaboration with a CBO partner that provides student supports such as career and college counseling.  YABC students graduate with a diploma from their home school after earning all of their credits and passing all of the required exams.  Twenty YABC programs are currently listed on DOE’s website.

· GED programs prepare students to pass the exam to earn a High School Equivalency Diploma.  A variety of different GED programs are offered at sites in the Alternative District (District 79).
  OMPG has developed some new models for GED programs, both full and part-time, that include Learning to Work, which is described below.  The full-time GED program called “Access” offers students the opportunity to participate in paid internships and career exploration while they acquire the academic skills needed to pass the GED exam and enroll in college. Access is operated in collaboration with Good Shepherd Services, which works with students to set and achieve academic, workplace and personal goals. Students must be 17-20 years old and able to attend class Monday through Friday from 8:00am - 2:40pm.

· Learning to Work (LTW) is an in-depth job readiness and career exploration program that is added on to some of the YABCs, transfer schools and GED programs. LTW offers academic support, career exploration, work preparation, skills development and internships.  LTW is integrated into programs listed above in at least 22 sites.

According to research findings presented by OMPG, these newly-developed options are more successful than comprehensive high schools in helping overage, under-credited students attain a diploma or GED.  OMPG maintains that the graduation rate for overage, under-credited students who attend Transfer Schools is 56%, while YABCs graduate 44% of eligible students within one-year.
  By contrast, only 19% of overage, under-credited students who remain in regular comprehensive high schools ultimately graduate.
  Unfortunately, DOE estimates that only 16% of overage, under-credited students attend Multiple Pathways programs, including Transfer Schools, Young Adult Borough Centers, GED and Learning to Work, while 78% remain in regular comprehensive high schools.

Other Dropout Prevention and Intervention Strategies 


Much of the research on successful dropout prevention and intervention efforts cites many of the strategies being implemented by DOE and OMPG.  These include, but are not limited to, focus on early childhood education (e.g. Universal Pre-K programs in the City) use of smaller, non-traditional high school settings with a more personalized learning environment; providing supplemental support services; and connecting school to real world experience and work via internships.

However, several strategies not currently used extensively in New York City offer real potential for City students who are at risk for dropping out or have already dropped out:  

· Parental engagement is a common element in successful dropout prevention efforts, but a lack of parent involvement is often cited as a problem in City schools.  Now that the Chancellor has named a new Chief Family Engagement Officer and the Mayor has announced formation of a committee to “design improved processes for parent engagement,”
 progress in this area may be forthcoming.

· Class size reduction is a reform used often in the early grades, but recent research has shown a relationship between class size and achievement at the high school level.
  Reducing class size allows for the more personalized, student-centered approach needed for dropout prevention.  The newly adopted State budget agreement has a component that would require funds to be spent to reduce class sizes in all grades in City schools, including at the high school level.

· Early Warning Systems have been proposed to help identify students at risk of failing in school (by flagging certain indicators such as excessive absenteeism) as early as possible and to develop mechanisms that trigger appropriate follow-up and support services.
  DOE plans to create a new data system next year, ARIS, which should facilitate tracking of key student indicators required to institute an Early Warning System.

Conclusion


Given the high costs associated with dropping out of school, the Committee will explore both the scope of the dropout crisis in City public schools, as well as strategies to help ameliorate the problem.
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